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‘A New Movie-Going Public’: 1930s Hollywood and the Emergence of the ‘Family’ Film

Abstract:

This essay explores the emergence during the early-1930s of the Hollywood ‘family’ feature film – a form of entertainment ostensibly suitable for ‘all the family’, which also purports to appeal to a broad audience demographic.  Specifically, it examines one of the primary sites of discourse surrounding Hollywood cinema during the immediate post-sound period, namely the veracity of its identity as a ‘family’ medium.  A wide range of ‘canonical’ texts were adapted by the major Hollywood studios during the mid-1930s for ‘family’ audiences, including such key films as Little Women (1933), David Copperfield (1935) and A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1935).  The response to this cycle of family-friendly literary adaptations was overwhelmingly positive, and they played a crucial role in dispelling a censorious cloud which threatened to restrict Hollywood’s growth in the years following the integration of sound.  However, in general, this cycle of films has rarely been examined in context of their ‘family’ audience address.  This essay seeks to redress a significant scholarly under-appreciation of the importance of the ‘family film’ in rehabilitating post-sound Hollywood cinema by examining the forces through which they emerged, their critical and commercial reception, and their industrial significance.   



For the majority of its silent era – from its growth into a mass amusement in the 1900s until its transition to sound in 1929 – it was widely accepted that Hollywood was, as its advocates insisted, a ‘family’ institution.  As North American cinema began to transcend its primitive origins, producers and exhibitors consciously chose to expand their market beyond a core working-class consumer-base by representing their medium as a ‘family’ amusement; this usefully ambiguous word asserted suitability for every member of the family, whilst simultaneously implying appeal for all elements of the broader social sphere.​[1]​  Then, as now, the so-called ‘family audience’ symbolised respectability, profitability and mass cultural acceptance.  The idea of the ‘family audience’ was apparently common currency in the trade long before it slipped into common usage.  Trade paper Variety employed it with regularity from its inception in 1906, but as far as I can ascertain, it was not used in the New York Times – the nation’s most popular daily – before 1917.  The key point, though, is that while the nebulous perception of North American commercial cinema as a ‘family’ institution had long been established by the time it made the transition to sound, the ‘family film’ – by which I mean a feature-length production explicitly designed for the joint consumption of adults and children, and received as such – had yet to materialise on a broad scale.
    This essay explores one of the primary sites of discourse surrounding Hollywood cinema in the immediate post-sound period, namely the veracity of its identity as a ‘family’ medium.  It is well documented that in the aftermath of the integration of sound, the major Hollywood studios assumed a more overtly ‘adult’ trajectory in their production strategies.  As we know, protests from prominent civic and religious organisations led to the formation of the Motion Picture Production Code, a rigorous system of self-regulation established in early 1930, and made mandatory in April 1934.  Less documented than these political pressures are the immense commercial pressures on studio heads during this period to re-engage the respectable ‘family’ audiences supposedly alienated by the flurry of adult-orientated films produced in the aftermath of the transition to sound.  Although Hollywood’s survival during this period is often attributed to the success of the Production Code in eliminating ‘adult’ content, equally important, I would argue, was an extensive, strategic programme of prestigious literary adaptations explicitly targeting ‘family’ audiences.  Such films as Little Women (George Cukor, 1933), David Copperfield (George Cukor, 1935) and A Midsummer Night’s Dream (William Dieterle and Max Reinhardt, 1935) played a key role in appeasing the most vitriolic critics of the medium, and re-establishing Hollywood’s increasingly endangered identity as a ‘family’-orientated cultural institution.
    In this essay, I will attempt to provide a more historically nuanced reading of the motivations behind the Hollywood studios’ embrace of the ‘family’ feature film in the early-1930s, alongside some evidence of how these productions were received.  The latter endeavour is undeniably limited by the lack of comprehensive or reliable documentation, and the conclusions to be gleaned from such available evidence as news reports and reviews in the national press and trade papers, exhibitor reports, studio publicity materials (i.e. press books), box office data and other contemporary sources must be provisional.  Nevertheless, I would like to challenge some long-standing presumptions regarding Hollywood cinema during this period, namely i) that it was the Production Code that forced the major Hollywood studios to re-orientate towards ‘family’ entertainment; and ii) that all films made under the provisions of the Code, differences in taste notwithstanding, were necessarily ‘family’ films.  The latter misconception, which has been promulgated by various historians of note, is particularly significant in that it views Code-era Hollywood and ‘family’ entertainment as largely coterminous – as, indeed, it was represented by key figures in the industry.​[2]​  In the discussion to follow, I would like to present a rather different interpretation.


Children’s Films in Pre-Sound Hollywood

To fully understand the cycle of Hollywood family feature films that emerged in the mid-1930s, it is necessary to consider the forces which shaped their emergence, many of which predate the integration of sound.  During the silent era, the feature film was merely one part of a ‘balanced programme’ of attractions constituting an evening’s entertainment at the movie theatre, designed to offer as diverse a range of attractions as possible to appeal to the broadest audience demographic.  With the notable exception of newsreels, short subjects – especially serials, two-reel comedies and animations – tended to exert strong appeal to children and adolescents.  Feature films, by contrast, were more orientated to adult tastes, and relatively few were produced for the explicit consumption of juvenile audiences, although evidence suggests that children typically attended and appreciated films of all types.​[3]​  However, Edgar Dale’s survey of the content of Hollywood feature films found that ‘children’s films’ comprised a mere 0.4 per cent of the 500 films under review from 1920, a figure which rose only marginally to 0.8 per cent in 1925.​[4]​
    The lack of films made specifically for children was a subject of immense controversy.  Influential lobby The National Board of Review called for ‘recognition of the fact that most film dramas are made for the consumption of adults’.​[5]​  The National Juvenile Motion Picture League, a subsidiary of the Board of Review, was created in order to campaign for greater production of children’s films.​[6]​  However, such initiatives were wholly unsuccessful, and some reformers – especially PTAs, local boards of education and women’s clubs – came to realise that their energies were better employed by setting up children’s matinees, which offered child-friendly alternatives to the standard movie programme.  Despite the basic shortfall in ‘children’s films’, by the mid-1910s, children’s matinees had become widely-recognised and relatively organised.  
    Hitherto, what was widely perceived as the excessive ‘adult’ orientation of popular cinema had – at least on a legislative basis – been largely tolerated.  However, in 1915, the U.S. Supreme Court found that movies were not protected by the First Amendment – a section of the Constitution’s Bill of Rights guaranteeing freedom of speech, particularly in relation to the commercial press.  Hollywood now had no legal protection from censorship legislation on the grounds of artistry.  During the late-1910s and early-1920s, a large number of local- and state-sponsored censorship boards were established, and there was constant pressure from a wide variety of organised civic, religious and educational groups for a strong Federal voice in motion picture content.
    In desperation, the leading studios and independent producers turned collectively to Postmaster General Will H. Hays as the man to ‘clean up Hollywood’.  Hays became the first president of a new trade organisation formed in March 1922: the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America, Inc. (MPPDA).  For much of the decade, the MPPDA served primarily as a propaganda department for the industry, placating the fiercest critics but doing little to disrupt the status quo (if it were ultimately profitable).  A recurring mantra was that audiences wanted movies that were ‘passionate but pure’.​[7]​  The public appetite for salaciousness was firmly regulated and restricted, but it was clearly contrary to the long-standing association of Hollywood cinema as ‘family entertainment’.  Indeed, in 1927, the MPPDA estimated that as much as 80 per cent of its total business was subject to censorship, domestically and internationally.​[8]​  Although the MPPDA later played a key role in developing the family feature film, its usual policy during the mid-to-late-1920s, as Richard deCordova has shown, was to keep child and adult audiences separated.​[9]​  Its nationwide sponsoring of children’s matinees in 1925 and 1926 was part of a broader strategy of transferring the responsibility for attracting audiences – including children – from producers to exhibitors. 


The ‘Kiddie’ Film Cycle and the ‘Adult’ Movie Backlash

The transition to sound was a watermark not only in the broader history of Hollywood cinema, but also in the development of specialised family films.  The perceived potential for greater levels of salaciousness offered by talkies led to an intensification of the pressures previously exerted on Hollywood to reform.  The MPPDA was forced to pre-empt Federal intervention by introducing the Production Code in April 1930.  Written by two prominent Catholics, it was designed to placate critics by restricting certain ‘adult’ content, notably depictions of violence, sexuality, profanity, obscenity, vulgarity and other ‘repellent subjects’.  In a speech announcing the Code, Hays affirmed that:
	
The Motion Picture, as developed for the primary purposes of the theatre, is a 	universal system of entertainment.  Its appeal has broken through all barriers of class 	distinction.  It is patronised by the poor man, the rich man, the old and the young.  It is a 	messenger of democracy, and the motion picture industry is sensible of the great public 	responsibility.​[10]​

However, because it lacked any real mechanisms of enforcement, this voluntary Code paled into insignificance against the promise of the box office.
    Most of the major movie cycles that emerged immediately after the transition to sound – ‘trial films, musicals, society dramas, social realist, then gangster films’ – were predominantly adult-orientated.​[11]​  There was widespread concern among critics, reformers and even producers that this swing toward adult-orientated entertainment would alienate juvenile patrons.  Indeed, the perceived loss of the ‘kiddie’ audience was a source of some anxiety among exhibitors in 1930 and early 1931.  The Exhibitors’ Herald-World published a regular feature written by exhibitors offering advice to their peers on ways to attract children back to the theatres.  Among the many ideas floated in the exhibitors’ sections in the trade publications during this period were cracker-eating contests, free yoyos and complementary ice cream cones for children.​[12]​  The New York-based Universal Toy and Novelty Company also advertised their ‘Special Surprise Gift Bags’ as a means for theatres of boosting attendance and ‘insur[ing] repeat business for your Saturday kiddie matinees’.​[13]​  In November 1930, C. Graham Barker, associate executive at First National studios, emphasised the point that the industry ‘cannot afford to let the adolescent taste divorce the motion picture from its list of preferences’ because ‘there are a hundred other interests to engage them’.​[14]​
    Although it has become de rigueur in historical accounts of the period to assert that it was the tightening of the Production Code in 1934 that gave rise to an era of family films, actually there was a much-trumpeted, if limited, cycle of family feature films shortly after the transition to sound.  The cycle began in early 1930, when Ben Schulberg – Paramount’s head of production and a long-term friend and ally of Will Hays, who later described him appreciatively as a ‘code co-operator’ – announced his intention to pursue the ‘kiddie’ audience.​[15]​  There was enough publicity and anticipation surrounding the release of the inaugural production, Tom Sawyer (John Cromwell, 1930), to suggest that this represented a profitable new avenue for Hollywood producers.  One trade advertisement described it as ‘A fine, big, clean motion picture without a divorce, speakeasy or gangster’, exhorting exhibitors to book the film ‘For the good of your pocketbook…for the reclaiming of your juvenile patronage…for the glory of the picture business’ and thus ‘Be happier than you’ve been for years!’.​[16]​  Reviews were similarly positive, with the New York Mirror affirming it as ‘a wow for children and a honey for anybody’, whilst the Herald-Tribune thought it ‘a tribute to everyone concerned, including the picture industry’.​[17]​  Larry Darmour, producer of the Mickey Rooney-starred Mickey McGuire (1927-34) shorts, lauded Tom Sawyer as ‘the first big production made for youth’ and felt that it had outdistanced ‘any silent ever made for juveniles’.​[18]​  Paramount’s follow-up, Skippy (Norman Taurog, 1931), received similarly warm reviews and, in a measure of industry approval, garnered a Best Director Oscar for Taurog, and a Best Picture nomination.  During the summer of 1931, Loew’s – MGM’s parent company and, alongside Paramount Publix, one of the largest theatre chains – aimed for a piece of the action by organising ‘vacation shows’ (essentially matinees) for school children, in partnership with parent-teacher groups.​[19]​  The kiddie film movement had gained such momentum by late 1930 that the children’s adventure serial – which for many years had been relegated to neighbourhood and second-run houses – returned, albeit briefly, to the prestigious ‘picture palaces’.​[20]​
    It seemed that the Hollywood establishment – producers and exhibitors alike – were finally realising the age-old propaganda testifying to the cinema’s universal, democratic, ‘family’ identities.  In May 1931, Film Daily devoted an entire issue to the vexed question of ‘Bringing Back the Kids’, which included inspirational contributions from a number of prominent MPPDA officials and trade writers.  MPPDA secretary Carl E. Milliken wrote that: 

For the first time, seemingly, it has become obvious to all that the constructive solution of the problem [of appealing simultaneously to all audience groups] lies in the production and support of a group of pictures appealing to the family unit, rather than in the over-restriction of adult films to juvenile themes and taste [...] Acceptance and support of such pictures is the public’s responsibility, which we now have reason to believe will be fulfilled.​[21]​

M. A. Lightman, president of the Motion Picture Theatre Owners of America (MPTO), concurred, pointing out that ‘Most companies have side-tracked this type of production because past experience has indicated that the public will not support them’, but ‘the amount if good-will and friendly contact’ that child-friendly films could engender ‘is unlimited’.​[22]​  Writer Don Gillette went further, arguing that ‘the kids’ had become the ‘backbone of the box office’ and ‘the force that figures influentially in family attendance’.​[23]​  Several influential producers also weighed-in: Paramount’s vice president Jesse Lasky predicted that ‘“kid” pictures, of the type that appeal to both children and adults, are about to ride a new wave of popularity’, while executives from Warner Bros., RKO Pathé, Columbia, Radio Pictures, Monogram and Mascot Pictures all pledged their enthusiasm and commitment to the genre.​[24]​          
    High-sounding words, indeed; yet little more than six months later, Variety reported that the ‘kiddie cycle’ was ‘practically washed up’ after a string of box office flops, including Paramount’s much-vaunted summer releases, Skippy and Huckleberry Finn (Norman Taurog, 1931).​[25]​  The theatre circuit was dismayed by the low levels of adult patronage, and some exhibitors felt they lacked the adult appeal of MGM’s profitable The Champ (King Vidor, 1931).​[26]​  Consequently, Sooky (Norman Taurog, 1931) was Paramount’s final ‘kiddie’ film, and the last major release explicitly aimed at juvenile audiences for almost two years.  The perception among exhibitors that this series of ‘kiddie’ films paid insufficient attention to the entertainment requirements of adult audiences was certainly reflected by the tenor of Paramount’s publicity drive.  The press book for Tom Sawyer predicted that it ‘will thrill the youngsters – thrill them with the melodramatic experiences of characters, in the absorbing experiences of characters of their own ages.  They will howl with glee at comedy they understand’.​[27]​  It perfunctorily added that adults ‘will [...] find enjoyment in the vigorous doing of these screen characters, in the absorbing plot, in the brilliant acting of the whole cast, adults and children alike, and in the superb direction of John Cromwell’.​[28]​  The press book for Skippy assumed a slightly different approach.  In a section entitled ‘Our Fun’s Not Only For Kids’, theatre owners were urged to 

Give a play to such stunts as will arouse the interest of adults.  One of the most logical ways to get the parents interested [...] is to solicit readers from grown-ups, giving guest tickets to those which make print every day, or are accepted; and small cash prizes for these most amusing or most interesting.  Some of the subjects which will show the way to a picture about kids that adults will enjoy, are:
    “A typical Skippy wisecrack made by my boy”... “Why I’d rather my boy showed SKIPPY’s tactics, than those of the goodie-goodie boy”... “The cigar, pipe or cigarette I smoked when I was SKIPPY’s age... “A stunt (or joke) my son pulled, which made me think of SKIPPY”.​[29]​

In other words, this promotional drive was geared to attracting adults through their children, presumably in anticipation that the film would be unable to appeal to an older clientele purely on its own terms. 
    It is clear from a cursory examination of box office data from this period that adult-themed films remained enormously popular and continued to dominate production schedules.  Aside from Paramount, none of the major studios had shown any inclination to abandon ‘salacious’ movies.  Martin Quigley, publisher of the Motion Picture Herald and co-writer of the Production Code, argued in April 1931 that:
	
A principal factor in what’s wrong with the motion picture business at this time is 	an unfortunate choice of story material.
  	    Much of the product which recently has issued from the Hollywood studios is plainly 	and uncompromisingly adult entertainment.  We are quite aware that is it not the 	business of Hollywood to confine itself to juvenile entertainment, nor to gauge its 	product to appeal exclusively to 12-year-old intellects.
Rather, it is the business of Hollywood to make product for the motion picture theatres.  And that it certainly is not doing when it pulls out a succession of pictures such as “Millie”, “Strangers May Kiss”, “Illicit”, “Stolen Heaven” and “A Lady Refuses” [...] These subjects presumably were made for the motion picture market, yet no sensible person would contend that they are fit, proper or logical for the motion picture market when this market is viewed – as it really is – as a combination of all ages, kinds and classes of people.​[30]​

Indeed, in a survey conducted on behalf of The Education Screen, only six of the thirty films under wide release in the United States in April 1931 were felt to be suitable for children under the age of fifteen.​[31]​  Matters did not improve.  In September 1932, in an internal ‘investigation’ of studio production practices, Hays found that 24 out of the 111 films in development dealt with ‘illicit sexual relations’.​[32]​
    Hitherto (as noted above), Hollywood’s supposed commitment to ‘family entertainment’ was represented largely through the ‘balanced programme’, which offered a range of attractions designed to appeal collectively to all audience sections.  Hays once remarked:

	Not only the cornerstone but the foundation of the success of the American motion 	picture enterprise may be summed up in the phrase, “one program for one audience”.  	Here, pictures are not rated for showing to children or adults, theatres are not graded and 	films are not made for different classifications of audiences.​[33]​

However, for a variety of reasons, the balanced programme was being displaced in many theatres by alternative modes of exhibition.  Exhibitors pursued any means at their disposal to attract audiences, and one of the most popular innovations was the double feature.  The premise of the double feature was simple: instead of a varied programme of shorts, animations and one main feature, two feature-length films were shown back-to-back.  However, the practice of exhibitors pairing a family-orientated film with an adult-themed movie was an ongoing problem.​[34]​    
    By this point, features possessing specifically cross-demographic ‘family’ appeal were scarcer than ever.  Universal made an abortive attempt to lure children and their parents to the theatre with Tom Mix’s comeback picture, Destry Rides Again (Benjamin Stoloff, 1932), while Warner Bros. also attempted to attract children in search of shallow escapism during their summer holidays with The Tenderfoot (Ray Enright, 1932), starring Joe E. Brown, and Winner Take All (Roy Del Ruth, 1932), starring James Cagney.​[35]​  All of these productions, like serials, could be termed family films, but their juvenile, comedic and action-orientated aesthetic – in a period where wholesomeness and respectability was being demanded of Hollywood – meant that any public-relations value was negligible.  Meanwhile, Mary Pickford mistakenly insisted that the public was tired of sex and gangster films, and spoke of her (ultimately unfulfilled) desire to star in a Walt Disney-produced animated version of Alice in Wonderland or Peter Pan.​[36]​  Needless to say, critics and reformers renewed their efforts to secure a consistent and industry-wide programme of specialised, wholesome family films.  In 1932, Ben Shylen, owner and editor of Boxoffice magazine, established the Blue Ribbon award for “The Best Picture of the Month for the Whole Family”, as nominated by the members of the National Screen Council, a nationwide body created and sponsored by Boxoffice itself to assess the merits of all theatrical releases, both for artistry and family suitability.
    The National Screen Council was said to comprise hundreds of individuals from the fields of exhibition, journalism, broadcasting, and civic, educational and religious organisations.  When announcing the initiative, Shylen argued that:

	For nearly two years any picture, however poor, which presented the miracle of sound 	and talk, drew the public like flies are drawn to a bigger and better puddle of spilled 	molasses.  Within the last year, however, theatre patrons have resumed their 	discriminating attitude.  They demand GOOD pictures.  And, as before the deluge of 	sound and talk, they are demanding a larger proportion of good pictures containing a 	powerful appeal to the WHOLE FAMILY.​[37]​  

The monthly Blue Ribbon award winner was afforded a full page of what amounted to free advertising, as its artistic, moral and educational virtues were extolled alongside a plot synopsis, cast list and promotional photograph of the chosen film.    
   It is hard to gauge the long-term impact of such lobbying, but in the short-term, any perceptible benefit was negligible.  Hays suffered a personal embarrassment in May 1933, when Alice Ames Winter – an MPPDA representative of various women’s clubs appointed by Hays in 1929 – reported that the majority of current Hollywood releases were unsuitable for family patronage.​[38]​  A major turning point in the public’s tolerance for adult movies was the publicity surrounding the Payne Fund Studies, a comprehensive series of sociological and theoretical works addressing concerns surrounding the relationship between children and the cinema, published between 1933 and 1935.  Henry Forman’s Our Movie Made Children (1933) – a crude, anti-movie polemic which supposedly condensed the findings of the studies into a single, easily-digestible volume – became a best-seller.​[39]​  Whether or not it accurately reflected public feeling towards adult-orientated movies is hard to gauge, but its populist message undoubtedly served as a call-to-arms.  
    Matters reached a head in early 1934, when the Catholic Church threatened a nationwide boycott of the cinema from its twenty million members unless effective self-regulation was established; Jewish and Protestant leaders backed the campaign.​[40]​  The industry eventually bowed to overwhelming pressure, and the Production Code Administration (PCA) under Catholic Joseph I. Breen was formed in July 1934.​[41]​  Breen was given the power to demand changes to any film falling foul of the Code, with a $25,000 penalty for non-compliance.​[42]​  Thereafter, the studios were generally assiduous in their efforts to meet the strict standards demanded by the Code (even if cunning producers often found subtle ways of circumventing it).  However, Hollywood no longer had an obvious mass audience for the cleaned-up fare being demanded.  Its response, as Richard Maltby has argued, was magically to ‘discover a “new” audience who had previously not attended’.​[43]​  The concept of the ‘family audience’ was reconstituted as a previously-dormant but vast untapped contingent that was now, at last, driving production policy.
    But it would be a mistake to assume that the Production Code was the primary factor in the development of the family feature film.  As a result of continued pressure on studios from the MPDDA (and Hays in particular), there was a perceptible trend towards a higher proportion of family-suitable films during the 1932/33 production season.  In his report to the MPPDA, Hays pointed out that in 1933

	seventy-two pictures were endorsed by previewing groups as suitable for 	children 	between the ages of 8 and 12 years, as against the endorsement of fifty-one such pictures 	for the year 1932.​[44]​
   
Additionally, the first major explicitly family-orientated productions – starting with Little Women, which was released in November 1933 – comfortably predate the controversies of early-1934.  These films responded to internal pressures from the MPPDA, but also to the opening of new commercial avenues, the most significant of which was a series of educational reforms by the National Education Association and the National Council of Teachers of English during the late-1920s and early-1930s, which introduced new elements to high school syllabuses based upon ‘critical appreciation’ of motion pictures.​[45]​  When this initiative was piloted in 1928 in Newark, New Jersey, educators approached Hollywood studios to solicit the specialised production of child-friendly, educational films, but they were unresponsive, allegedly insisting ‘that the label “educational” would spell “failure” at the box office’.​[46]​  However, this attitude of non-cooperation changed dramatically in 1933, when, after a successful trial period, representative teachers from seventeen states voted in favour of new curriculum units featuring film study, and educational study of the movies was rolled out in approximately 2,500 schools nationally.​[47]​  Every week, students in participating schools were shown a Hollywood feature film, and expected to write a 600-word piece of criticism in response.  Not only was this anticipated to have an immediate impact on the box office, but ‘the shaping into critical formation of adolescent minds’ was seen as ‘having important bearing on future production policies’.​[48]​  
    These educational reforms are barely ever mentioned by film historians, yet their perceived impact can easily be gauged from contemporary publicity materials.  In a section entitled ‘Schools are “Naturals” for “Alice” Tie-up’, the Alice in Wonderland press book encouraged exhibitors to: 

Let the elementary and high schools sell “Alice” for you...to children...to parents...to the whole town.
    Make your town “Alice” conscious by getting every school in the city to join you in an “Alice” undertaking or project... [Kids] will talk about “Alice” at home and in the streets.  If your project develops to city-wide proportions, and there’s every reason in the world why it should, you can have parents as well as children talking “Alice, “Alice”, “Alice”.​[49]​

It further advised that: 


In a co-operative educational undertaking with the National Council of Teachers of English, which has 23,000 members, Paramount has arranged a nation-wide contest open to all high school pupils.  To participate, pupils must see the picture.  They will be advised to do that by their teachers.
The contest has a definite local application in every village, city and town.  Exhibitors will reap the full benefit of school co-operation only if they do their part to further the contest in their communities.​[50]​

These initiatives were not always successful.  Hampered by poor reviews – and perhaps a lack of evident pedagogic purpose – Alice in Wonderland was a box office failure.  However, many subsequent films with clearer educative value were significantly profitable, and by 1935, William Lewin – the author of the new curriculum – proclaimed the venture an enormous success.​[51]​  Although it is now impossible to measure the precise correlation between these educational initiatives and the box office, there was clearly a shared perception among educationalists and producers that that cooperation was now a matter of mutual self-interest.  Teachers wanted ‘better films’ for pedagogical, moral and artistic reasons, and the major studios were the only credible supplier, while producers suddenly had easy access to a vast, unexploited audience group.  It is hardly surprising that a dramatic upsurge in productions of literary classics easily adaptable for the classroom soon followed, which in turn prompted the wider integration of family movies into Hollywood production schedules.
    Little Women was the breakthrough film.  Hays had lobbied studio heads for several years to produce a higher proportion of ‘literary-type’ films designed to appease critics and reformers, yet his efforts had often been frustrated by the failures of earlier productions of this type, such as Old Ironsides (James Cruze, 1926).  Indeed, several studio executives viewed the story as ‘outdated’, and allegedly the film was only approved at the insistence of RKO studio head Dave Belsnick.​[52]​  Yet many of its attributes – the historical setting, focus on the family, coming-of-age narrative, fidelity to the source material, atmosphere of gentility and the particular appeal for women – formed a successful template for subsequent family-friendly literary adaptations, and, indeed, for many of the most successful family films of the studio era.  Crucially, unlike Paramount’s earlier roster of ‘kiddie’ films, Little Women was overly marketed toward adults as well as children.  Although the press book encouraged exhibitors to ‘get the school teachers solidly behind you’ in order to ‘get the school trade for “LITTLE WOMEN” to epoch-making gate receipts’, it also emphasised that 

It hits home to the kids, the grown-ups and the grandfathers and grandmothers.  For the street to the school and from the lobby to the last house on the highway its praises will be understood if they are sung.​[53]​

The exhibitor was then directed to 

Go after the definite local schools, colleges, clubs and societies which you know.  Offer them stills, heralds, story tabloids and especially the special One Sheet School and Library Poster.  Begin early on this campaign.  Give school teacher previews in cooperation with a newspaper before your opening.  Arrange essay and painting and doll cut-out contests among pupils and start Little Women clubs [...] Everything is planned to afford you a smash approach to record-breaking business on this picture.​[54]​

The message is clear: unlike previous films with particular suitability for children, Little Women possessed universal appeal.
    Unsurprisingly, Little Women was a runaway commercial success, and the fourth most successful movie of the decade at the U.S. box office.​[55]​  It was particularly significant in its privileging of adult female audience.  Previous prestige releases with supposed family suitability, such as Paramount’s ‘kiddie’ film cycle or MGM’s Tarzan series, had focused their attentions either on children or adult males.  After Little Women, one of the most important assumptions underpinning the selection of styles and stories for family films was that wives and mothers represented their families.  Although various trade papers estimated (albeit contentiously) that females comprised between 60 and 80 per cent of the domestic cinema audience, the telling statistic, as Melvyn Stokes suggests, was that housewives ‘made 80 to 90 per cent of all purchases for family use’.​[56]​  Rightly or wrongly, women were seen as driving the leisure activities of the ‘nuclear’ family.  With the critical and commercial success of Little Women, the way was clear for ‘an era of literary films’.​[57]​


The Family-Friendly Literary Adaptation

Hays hoped that Little Women ‘may open a new type of source material’ capable of galvanising ‘a new movie-going public recruited from the higher income earning classes […] which better pictures would transform from casual to regular patrons’.​[58]​  Because of their prominence in classrooms, public libraries and private bookshelves, literary classics seemed to be the epitome of ‘family’ material.  Between 1933 and 1940, many literary classics were brought to the screen, including Little Women, Treasure Island (Victor Fleming, 1934), Great Expectations (Stuart Walker, 1934), David Copperfield, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Little Lord Fauntleroy (John Cromwell, 1936), Romeo and Juliet (George Cukor, 1936), Poor Little Rich Girl (Irving Cummings, 1936), Captains Courageous (Victor Fleming, 1937), The Prisoner of Zenda (John Cromwell, 1937), The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (Norman Taurog, 1938), The Little Princess (Walter Lang, 1939) and The Wizard of Oz (Victor Fleming, 1939).  All of the major studios (except Paramount, whose earlier experiences with ‘children’s films’ and its attempts to represent itself as a purveyor of continental sophistication seemingly prejudiced it against the genre) embraced this genre.  The success of these films is partly attributable to the fact that they were marketed towards adults; educationalists and civic and religious reformers, as well as parents.  The child was rarely viewed as an autonomous consumer; the usual assumption was that children went to see the films that their parents selected for them.
    Contemporary reviewers tended to endorse Hays’s claim that family-friendly literary adaptations appealed to ‘the highest common denominator of public taste’.​[59]​  Reviews in the mainstream press – especially that bastion of the middlebrow, the New York Times – often validated the MPPDA propaganda by implying that through sheer, unequivocal excellence, such films as Little Women or David Copperfield effaced such divisions as age, class, race, gender and even taste.  Conversely, trade reviews – which were written to assist exhibitors in making bookings – assessed movies more in terms of projected audience response.  For instance, although the Motion Picture Herald thought Little Women to be ‘clean, sweet and beautiful all the way through to the point of being ideal’, it acknowledged its particular suitability for women and conceded that:

	The handicap, if there is one, is whether the show will appeal to the hey-hey modernes – 	the 18 to 25 year old gang which seems to be yelling for something snappy, spectacular 	and jolting in all its entertainments.  There is no modernism in “Little Women”.  There 	are no sock-in-the-jaw smashes to knock ‘em out of their seats.​[60]​

Similarly, Variety’s review of Alice in Wonderland pointed out that ‘like most of the other supposed children’s classics, “Alice” is really a distinctly grown-up book.  Juvenile patronage probably won’t be the choice of the kids themselves, but possibly under grown-up duress’.​[61]​  
    Other specialist journals and popular magazines looked beyond the propaganda of ‘universal entertainment’ and sought to inform readers about playability for different audiences, as well as moral suitability.  Several trade papers, such as Boxoffice and Harrison’s Reports, and general interest publications, including Parents’ Magazine, The Rotarian and Christian Century, offered a suitability rating with each review.  Boxoffice arranged films into ‘A’ (adult), ‘F’ (family) or ‘J’ (juvenile) – although in practice the ‘J’ rating was never used – whereas Parents’ Magazine divided films between ‘adults’, ‘youths’, and ‘children’.  In the absence of any formal system of assessment, such judgements erred towards the arbitrary.  Harrison, for instance, ludicrously viewed Little Big Shot (Michael Curtiz, 1935) – a Warner Bros. child-star vehicle starring Sybil Jason – as ‘unsuitable for children [or] adolescents’.​[62]​  Nevertheless, it is significant that none of these publications accepted that even films made under the Production Code were automatically suitable for juveniles.  Indeed, Parents’ Magazine, which contained a special section called ‘Family Movie Guide’, insisted that ‘children under eight years of age should not be permitted to attend regular motion picture performances’.​[63]​
    Nevertheless, Hays in particular, was determined to further legitimise the movies by asserting their pedagogical value.  The extensive programme of ‘study guides’ which accompanied many of the family-orientated literary adaptations of the mid-1930s facilitated their integration into classrooms nationwide.  These guides were initially produced and distributed by the MPPDA, and then (from 1936) by the commercial enterprise Educational and Recreational Guides, Inc.​[64]​  Hays later claimed that ‘no single project in our program did more to raise a generation of discriminating fans’.​[65]​  Although they were relatively cheap (the guides accompanying A Midsummer Night’s Dream were sold in bundles of 30 for $1) and were initially advertised as retailing below cost, many sold in great numbers.  The David Copperfield guide, for instance, sold around 200,000 copies, and A Midsummer Night’s Dream’s apparently as many as 500,000.​[66]​  
    William Lewin – a representative of the motion picture committee of the National Education Association and author of the new ‘film appreciation’ curriculum – suggested that:

	Through the classrooms of the high schools, where during the school year 6,000,000 	adolescents are daily in session, the present drive is securing changes looking toward a 	finer type of audience in the coming generation.  Before we can have an era of great 	photoplays we must have great audiences, and to develop them is the task of the 	schools.​[67]​

By late-1935, according to Lewin, producers were spending ‘six times as much as they did two years ago on films likely to be of interest to teachers and students’, including ‘some of the most costly pictures of the coming season’.​[68]​  Lewin also pointed to a recent survey indicating that ‘all the studios, major and minor, recognise that there is an effective demand for films worthy of classroom discussion’.​[69]​
    The influential Catholic film lobby, the Legion of Decency, was largely satisfied by these ‘improvements’ in moral and educative content.  Father Donnelly, associate editor of America (then the leading Catholic weekly), agreed in October 1935 that ‘the producers have lived up to their promises with admirable fidelity’ and had ‘shown a splendid spirit of cooperation’.​[70]​  Furthermore, despite initial resistance from producers to the prospect of ‘Pollyanna Pictures’ and ‘sweetness-and-light films’ – macho expressions of distaste for sentimentality and juvenility from a predominantly patriarchal institution – there was widespread industry support for family films once their box office and public-relations value became apparent.​[71]​  Shortly after the creation of the PCA, RKO president B. B. Kahane instructed his producers to abide strictly by the provisions of the Production Code:

We do not have to eliminate “sex” situations from our pictures [...] But there is no need and no excuse whatever for productions which scoff at chastity and the sanctity of marriage, present criminals and wrong-doers as heroes and heroines or in which smut and salaciousness are deliberately injected for the appeal they may have to coarse and unrefined minds.​[72]​

Similarly, Columbia’s Jack Cohn insisted that ‘our new program is being produced with an eye toward family entertainment, and I therefore know that our record will [...] be clean’.​[73]​  Studios also began exploiting the family film craze in publicity materials, sometimes inappropriately.  One of the more extraordinary film ads of the period, for Monogram’s sex comedy, Redhead, released in October, 1934, shows young starlet Grace Bradley staring provocatively out towards the reader, whilst the headline counter-intuitively reads, ‘Papa Monogram Knows What’s Best for the Family’; a series of glowing testimonials underneath assert the film’s suitability for audiences of all ages.​[74]​  Redhead, of course, could scarcely be described as a family film in any real sense.  In such cases, the ‘family’ term functioned less as a coherent, reliable descriptor than a liberally-applied brand label possessing political and commercial value. 
    Nevertheless, in April 1935, Boxoffice editor Ben Shylen observed:

	Gone forever is the day when selection of a “family” film was narrowed to the “westerns 	and homespuns”.
It is ushered into oblivion by producer awareness that ultimate success depends not alone on sophisticated patronage.  This realisation of the monetary importance of the by-and-large attendance of the great American Family is building to a renaissance of the motion picture [...] Hollywood studios are turning out the finest product in the history of motion pictures.  Producers have learned how to make pictures that entertain without offending good taste.​[75]​

Of course, not all media reaction was positive.  Noting that ‘it is the ironic misfortune of the screen that its universal popularity as an entertainment medium is its undoing’, New York Times columnist Andre Sennwald conceded that ‘even the finest of the films manufactured in the Hollywood studios are occasionally too adult for the contemplation of children’.​[76]​
    Although the ‘family’ feature film emerged through the collective efforts of most of the major studios, the MPPDA had a significant hand in bringing it to fruition.  By maintaining close ties with educative and religious groups such as the National Education Association and the Legion of Decency, the Public Relations department of the MPPDA worked hard to implant the concept of the ‘family’ film within the popular consciousness.  Between 1934 and 1938, the MPPDA published a monthly ‘newspaper’ called The Motion Picture and the Family for free distribution in theatre lobbies.  Marketed as ‘a bulletin for all who are interested in better motion pictures’, it featured contributions from teachers, educators and ‘community leaders’, and constituted yet another attempt to keep potential enemies close.  And while the MPPDA had actively maintained a partition between child and adult audiences during the 1920s, in the aftermath of the Production Code it attempted to bring them together by liaising with thousands of theatres nationwide in putting together ‘family nights’.​[77]​  The true value of the family-friendly literary adaptation was in helping to publicly redefine the relationship between Hollywood and its audiences.


Reception

The limited evidence we have at our disposal suggests that these films were altogether less effective in changing viewing habits.  The ‘family audience’ was largely a construct; an invention of the film industry, rather than a tangible ethnographic entity.  Prior to the suburbanisation of the United States from the late-1940s onwards, there was a profound disconnect between the entertainment requirements of rural and metropolitan audiences.  Margaret Farrand Thorp observed in 1939 that small-town audiences – which then comprised around 65 per cent of the population – ‘are frankly annoyed by costume pictures’, and this is borne out by exhibitor reports from the period.​[78]​  Almost without exception, the family-friendly literary adaptations of the 1930s were received very favourably in theatres which attracted a broad cross-section of audience types (generally referred to in the trade papers as ‘general patronage’), and far more ambivalently in houses catering mainly to small-town, rural or provincial patronage.  An exhibitor from Fort Plain, N.Y., catering to ‘general patronage’, reported that Little Women was ‘clean entertainment for young and old’ and elicited ‘satisfaction everywhere’.​[79]​  Another from Iowa raved: ‘We never played a picture that so universally pleased’.​[80]​  Conversely, a theatre owner from Fort Worth, Texas acknowledged that David Copperfield was ‘the cream in entertainment’ but lamented that ‘it is, unfortunately, for many a small town exhibitor, class entertainment of the highest quality’, predicting that it ‘will undoubtedly prove too rich for many patrons’.​[81]​  Another theatre owner from Louisiana offering ‘village and rural patronage’ argued that A Midsummer Night’s Dream would be more aptly named ‘Midwinter Night-Mare’, adding that some patrons walked out whilst the film was still playing, and advising ‘country’ exhibitors to steer clear.​[82]​  
    Similar divisions can be seen along boundaries of age and sex.  A theatre owner from McMinnville, Oregon, observed that Little Women was ‘very well liked, especially by children’, and this is echoed by an exhibitor from Monte Vista, Colorado, who reported that ‘the grandmothers will come out with one tickets and four kids under six to see it, and all the women folk and girls will rave, but the men won’t be crazy about it, but since the whole family is going, they go too’.​[83]​  A similar picture emerges with many other family films of the period.  Tarzan and His Mate (Cedric Gibbons, 1934) was marketed as ‘the ideal “family picture!” possessing ‘an appeal for father, mother, children and “oldsters” from eight to eighty’, but a theatre owner from Burns, Oregon, reported that its primary appeal was to ‘children and men’.​[84]​  As a spectacular adventure-horror film, King Kong (Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack, 1933) was always likely to be a strong draw for children and teenagers (especially boys), but apparently some adult female patrons found it ‘too horrible’.​[85]​  Universal’s cycle of early-1930s horror films also exerted a strong appeal to children, despite their supposed unsuitability on the grounds of terrifying content.  One baffled theatre owner said of The Bride of Frankenstein (James Whale, 1935):

	I advertised it as a picture not suitable for children and explained it to them when they 	bought tickets.  Many parents even sent written permission for the youngsters to see it 	alone, so I give up.  Why do they holler for family pictures?​[86]​  

It is clear from trade press reports from the period that, in spite of the supposed trend towards universal appeal in Code-era Hollywood productions, there were still deep divisions between juvenile and mature audiences.  One recurring problem was the practice of young children, mistakenly or otherwise, attending inappropriately adult-orientated movies.  As Fox Midwest exhibitor H. E. Jameyson observed in mid-1934, ‘While films have earned much of the criticism now being levelled at them, the fault is not entirely with the films themselves.  A large part of the difficulty lies in the fact the wrong people see the wrong pictures’.​[87]​  Fox Midwest attempted to resolve this problem by identifying films either as ‘Family’ or ‘Adult’ in suitability in publicity materials.


Future Directions

The period spanning 1933-36, in particular, was a foundational one for the Hollywood family film, during which various social, cultural and industrial forces coalesced to produce the conditions necessary for the format to thrive.  Firstly, the National Education Association reforms strengthened the market for wholesome, ‘middlebrow’ films pitched across a broad cultural, demographic and geographic audience cross-section.  Secondly, the Production Code forced the studios to abandon overtly ‘adult’ entertainment and re-orientate towards a more inoffensive, ostensibly ‘family’-centric aesthetic.  Over the next couple of years, there was a progressive increase in the quantity of films abiding by the moral prescriptions laid out by the Production Code.  In 1935, Boxoffice magazine placed approximately 80 per cent of Hollywood feature films within the ‘Family’ category; this figure increased to 90 per cent in 1936, and to 96 per cent by 1937.​[88]​  In these figures – which imply that ‘family’ films became almost synonymous with Hollywood cinema during the second half of the 1930s – we can see the triumph of the efforts of Hays, the MPPDA and various leading producers to re-establish the industry’s lapsed identity as a family institution.  (Although it should be pointed out that this perception was not universal.  The Christian Science Monitor, a far more morally-conservative publication, placed the proportion of family films in 1936 at a relatively lowly 42 per cent.)​[89]​  
    By this point, the various controversies and pressures which had helped bring about the family film had largely subsided.  Civic, religious and educational organisations were generally satisfied by the upsurge in family-orientated films and by the supposed cleansing effects of the Production Code.  Hays also seemed delighted by the success of his efforts to restore Hollywood’s identity as a family entertainer.  In his annual report to the MPPDA in 1938, he casually accepted the charge that Hollywood product was ‘unreal and escapist’ (as opposed to sophisticated and educative), adding that such a ‘soft impeachment’ was tolerable, given that the industry was flourishing both economically and culturally.​[90]​  If there is a sense in Hays’s words that the battle had been won, then it is a perception strengthened by the MPPDA’s discontinuation of its propagandist publication, The Motion Picture and the Family, in 1938, and its earlier withdrawal of responsibility for study guides. 
    Although family-friendly literary adaptations continued to be released throughout the remainder of the decade, they were generally in a far more escapist vein (e.g. The Prisoner of Zenda; The Adventures of Tom Sawyer).  Other pre-eminent literary adaptations of the late-1930s, such as Beau Geste (William A. Wellman, 1939) and Gone with the Wind (Victor Fleming, 1939), were more overtly adult-orientated and were not widely received as possessing juvenile appeal.  The Boxoffice figures reflect not only the perceived effectiveness of the Production Code in cleaning up the movies but also the development of new ‘family’ genres.  During the second half of the decade, producers sought to appeal to new audience sections within the supposedly unified ‘family’ market.  Child-star films and the family series film both found considerable success, as did the resurgent serial format.  (Of course, Disney expanded into feature animation with Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs in 1937, but that film’s enormous success had little bearing on the production strategies of the major studios.)  Although all of these sub-genres (to what we might call the ‘master-genre’ of the family film) are worthy of critical and historical examination – and, indeed, have received them, on occasion – they were made without the political and commercial pressures which distinguished the earlier prestige adaptations, and thus are largely beyond the purview of this essay.​[91]​  Nonetheless, it is useful briefly to outline the ways in which they departed not only from the moral and pedagogic intent, but also the universal intent, of the family-friendly adaptations made between 1933 and 1936.  
    As I have shown, there were clear divisions in mass audiences based on class, culture, age, sex and geography.  During the second half of the decade, studios began to acknowledge these divisions in their family product.  The child-star films of Shirley Temple, Jane Withers, Deanna Durbin, Freddie Bartholomew, Jackie Cooper and others made a greater play towards juvenile audiences by providing identification figures for children.  Nonetheless, it is worth pointing out that the very few surviving studies of children’s movie preferences during this period agree that young children gravitated towards action and excitement, with a liking for comedies and westerns among older boys, and comedies and romances among older girls; child-star films provided none of these.​[92]​  In fact, Graham Greene notoriously alleged that Shirley Temple appealed mainly to ‘middle-aged men and clergymen’ who admired her ‘well-shaped and desirable little body’.​[93]​  Richard Ford, a British exhibitor who was a leading advocate of children’s films, observed that ‘the adult film is rarely the child’s film’.​[94]​  Unlike the family-friendly literary adaptations, this cycle of child-star films emerged not through careful, coordinated strategic planning but rather, as Charles Eckert has argued, from a cultural palliative need for optimistic narratives during the worst years of the Great Depression.​[95]​
    Hollywood’s propensity to ignore the requirements of small-town patrons was criticised in various quarters during this period.  In 1935, producers began methodically targeting small-towns with family-orientated material.  MGM’s adaptation of Eugene O’Neill’s Ah, Wilderness! (Clarence Brown, 1935) was the first major production in this area, and it became a template for a succession of long-running, cheaply-made family series spanning the late-1930s and early-1940s.  Fox was the first studio to exploit the potential of this format, with a series of low-key, earthy comedies centring on the Jones family (1936-40).  MGM responded with the most famous and long running series in the genre, the Hardy family comedies (1937-46), starring Mickey Rooney.  The first instalment of the Jones (originally Evers) family series, Every Saturday Night (James Tinling, 1936), was marketed towards ‘the typical average American household’ by providing a glimpse of ‘how a typical American family lives, what goes on in the home and what the real relationship is between father and children’.​[96]​  Unlike the family-friendly literary adaptations, these films offered the kinds of mundane, grits ‘n gravy snapshots of ‘real’ life – albeit undeniably leavened with comedy and sentiment deriving from their proclaimed sincerity and authenticity – that small-town patrons apparently found most appealing.
    During the late-1930s and early-1940s, studios began adopting new strategies to appeal to audiences of all ages in big cities and small-towns.  Films such as The Wizard of Oz may not have possessed the serious intent of the prestige literary adaptations, but compensated for this loss with a far more diverse range of attractions, including dazzling Technicolor, impressive special effects and song-and-dance numbers.  The press book for The Wizard of Oz pointed out that

Producer Mervyn LeRoy increased this all-family popularity by making the picture one hundred percent musical, with catchy tunes and clever lyrics.  He next added Technicolor and amazing “magic” which will intrigue audiences of all ages.​[97]​                     

Many of the most successful Hollywood family films over the next decade, including Meet me in St. Louis (Vincente Minnelli, 1944), National Velvet (Clarence Brown, 1945) and Life with Father (Michael Curtiz, 1947), would make the ‘nuclear’ or ‘extended’ family itself the narrative focus, thereby offering audience identification across a broad demographic span.  (Rarely did the press books or trade papers differentiate between members of the ‘child’ audience; for the purposes of audience identification or appeal, children tended to be viewed almost as homogenous, with such all-encompassing demographic descriptors as the ‘moppet’ or ‘kiddie’ trade.)  As the trade book for Meet me in St. Louis extolled, ‘[it] is one of those rare pictures which is everyone’s dish, from grandpa to little sister, because that’s exactly whom it’s about [...] It’s got everything in entertainment’.​[98]​  In their studio-bound, hazy urbanised pastoral settings, such films consciously blur the edges between big city and small-town by presenting an idealised composite.
    The family-friendly literary adaptations produced between 1933 and 1936 can be viewed in two ways.  On the one hand, their role in rehabilitating the reputation of Hollywood cinema as a responsible cultural institution is beyond question.  On the other, their modes of appeal were relatively crude.  The obvious practical obstacle to Hollywood first major cycle of family films during the mid-1930s is their attempt to construct a unified audience from a pluralistic movie-going public.  Most children, in all probability, had as little interest in Little Women or David Copperfield as the majority of wives and mothers had in King Kong.  In fact, Dale’s study of children’s movie attendance – which, admittedly, was conducted several years before the emergence of the family feature film, in 1929 – found that even pre-adolescent children (especially boys) attended theatres alone or with friends as often as with their families, and this habit became increasingly common during adolescence.​[99]​  Then again, it is important to emphasise that the main targets of this initial ‘family’ drive were not children or even families in the literal sense, but rather religious leaders, women’s groups and educators.  What the movement successfully accomplished was embedding the idea of the ‘family film’ tightly within the national consciousness.  The association – however spurious – with the venerated social institution of the family helped to protect Hollywood from the threat of censorship.  It simultaneously cemented a tide of goodwill towards the industry in the United States which ebbed only intermittently until the Production Code was progressively weakened and then finally abolished (and replaced by the present-day ratings system) in the 1960s.  For the next three decades, the family film would play a crucial counter-balancing role against profitable but controversial adult-orientated releases, and although sporadically the threat of Federal censorship was again mooted by organisations such as the Legion of Decency, such proposals lacked public support.  The tiger, for the most part, had been tamed.
    In his recent examination of the reception of 1930s Hollywood serials, Guy Barefoot correctly pointed out that ‘our understanding of film history remains essentially restricted to a relatively small range of films’.​[100]​  In this essay, I have tried to provide a fresh perspective on some of the better-known films of the same period.  It is far from the final word on the subject; by concentrating on the bigger picture, I have not been able to examine certain trends as deeply as might have been desirable.  However, I hope that, at the very least, this paper calls into serious question two long-standing assumptions regarding this period of Hollywood cinema: firstly, the notion that the Production Code was pre-eminently important in bringing about a generation of family films; and, secondly, the belief – fostered by the industry itself – that all films made under the Code were family-orientated.  The realities of the situation were rather more complex.  




Contact Details

Dr Noel Brown
46 Clifton Avenue
Hartlepool
TS26 9QW
TEL: 01429 276955
Email: Noel_Brown@hotmail.co.uk





^1	 Notes See Lee Grieveson, “A Kind of Recreative School for the Whole Family’: Making CinemaRespectable, 1907-09’, Screen 42, no. 1, (2001), pp. 64-76, for a discussion of Hollywood producers’ early interest in ‘family’ audiences.
^2	  See for instance Bruce A. Austin, Immediate Seating: A Look at Movie Audiences (Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing, 1989), p. 70; and Peter Krämer, “The Best Disney Film Never Made’: Children’s Films and the Family Audience in American Cinema Since the 1960s’ in Steve Neale (ed.), Genre and Contemporary Hollywood (London: British Film Institute, 2002), pp. 185-200.
^3	  Alice Miller Mitchell, Children and Movies (Chicago, Illinois: University of Chicago Press, 1929), pp. 98, 105.
^4	  Edgar Dale, The Content of Motion Pictures (New York: Macmillan, 1935), p. 17.
^5	  Cited in Garth Jowett, Film: The Democratic Art (Boston, Toronto: Little, Brown and Company, 1976), p. 129.
^6	  ‘Films for Children’, The New York Times, 1 February 1920, p. xxx3.
^7	  ‘Humanizing the Movies’, The New York Times, 18 January 1922, p. 13; Lary May, Screening out the Past: The Birth of Mass Culture and the Motion Picture Industry (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), p. 205.
^8	  Ruth Vasey, The World According to Hollywood, 1918-1939 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1997), p. 64.
^9	  Richard deCordova, ‘Ethnography and Exhibition: The Child Audience, The Hays Code and Saturday Matinees’ in Gregory A. Waller (ed.), Moviegoing in America: A Sourcebook in the History of Film Exhibition (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2002), pp. 159-169.
^10	  P. S. Harrison. ‘The Producers’ New Code of Ethics’, Harrison’s Reports, 5 April 1930, vol. xii, no. 14.  
^11	  Donald Crafton, The Talkies: American Cinema’s Transition to Sound, 1926-1931 (New York: Scribners, 1997), p. 539.
^12	  Film Daily, 4 April 1930, p. 6; Film Daily, 6 April 1930, p. 22; Film Daily, 24 August 1930, p. 3.
^13	  Film Daily, 1 February 1931, p. 7.
^14	  Douglas Hodges, ‘Remember Youth or Lose B.O. of Tomorrow, Declares Barker’, Exhibitors Herald-World, 8 November 1930, p. 44.
^15	  Will H. Hays, The Memoirs of Will H. Hays (New York: Doubleday, 1955), p. 443.
^16	  Exhibitors’ Herald-World, 6 December 1930, p. 62.
^17	  ‘Excerpts from Reviews by N. Y. Dailies of New Pictures on B’way this Week’, Variety, 20 December 1930, p. 2.
^18	  ‘Juvenile Appeal of New Pictures Proves Talking Films Will Stay: Darmour’, Exhibitors Herald-World, 20 December 1930, p. 37.
^19	  ‘Loew's Play for Kids’, Variety, 14 July 1931, p. 14.
^20	  ‘Serials Bring the Kids’, Motion Picture Herald, 28 March 1931, p. 36.
^21	  Carl E. Milliken, ‘More Productions Being Made with the Kids Directly in Mind’, Film Daily, 3 May 1931, pp. 1, 8.
^22	  M. A. Lightman, ‘Kid Films Bring Good-Will to Exhibs’, Film Daily, 3 May 1931, p. 8.
^23	  Don Gillette, ‘The Kids – Backbone of the Box-Office’, Film Daily, 3 May 1931, pp. 1, 18.
^24	  Jesse L. Lasky, ‘Modern Material Important in Kid Films’, Film Daily, 3 May 1931, p. 18. 
^25	  ‘Kid Pictures Are All Washed Up; Await “Sooky” As the Final Indicator’, Variety, 15 December 1931, p. 7.
^26	  Ibid.
^27	  ‘Advance Press Notice’, Tom Sawyer press book (BFI).
^28	  Ibid.
^29	  ‘Our Fun’s Not Only for Kids’, Skippy press book (BFI).
^30	  Martin Quigley, ‘For the Whole People’, Motion Picture Herald, 4 April 1931, p. 7.
^31	  ‘Only 6 out of 30 Films Get Okay for Children’, Film Daily, 3 May 1931, p. 11.
^32	  Vasey, The World According to Hollywood, 1918-1939, pp. 124-125.
^33	  Will H. Hays, The Motion Picture in a World at War: Twentieth Anniversary Report to the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America Inc. (New York: MPPDA, 1942), p. 40.
^34	  MPPDA internal memo dated 31/1/1935, record #2511, MPPDA Digital Archive.
^35	  Chapin Hall, ‘Hope Placed in Cowboy Films to Attract Children to Theatres’, The New York Times, 21 February 1932, p. X4; ‘Summer Kid Drive’, Film Daily, 25 May 1932, p. 2.
^36	  ‘Mary Pickford Back From Europe; Proposes to Appear in “Alice in Wonderland”, Animated by Walt Disney’, The New York Times, 31 March 1933.
^37	  Ben Shylen, ‘Announcing a Tried and Proven Plan for Rebuilding Family Patronage’, New England Film News, 3 March 1932, pp. 3-4.
^38	  ‘Family Pix Only Name, Not Reality, Hays Aide Finds Hollywood’, Variety, 16 May 1933, pp. 35, 87.
^39	  Garth S. Jowett et al, Children and the Movies: Media Influence and the Payne Fund Controversy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 7.
^40	  Gregory D. Black, ‘Changing Perceptions of the Movies: American Catholics Debate Film Censorship’, in Melvyn Stokes and Richard Maltby (eds.), Hollywood Spectatorship: Changing Perceptions of Cinema Audiences (London: British Film Institute, 2001), pp. 79-90; Vasey, The World According to Hollywood, 1918-1939, p. 130.
^41	  Chapin Hall, ‘Attack on Movies Stuns Hollywood’, The New York Times, 8 July 1934, p. E1.
^42	  Jowett, Film: The Democratic Art, p. 254.
^43	  Richard Maltby, ‘Sticks, Hicks and Flaps: Classical Hollywood’s Generic Conception of its Audiences’ in Melvyn Stokes and Richard Maltby (eds.), Identifying Hollywood’s Audiences: Cultural Identity and the Movies (London: British Film Institute, 1999), pp. 23-47.
^44	  ‘Hays Sees an Era of Literary Films’, The New York Times, 27 March 1934, p. 24.
^45	  William Lewin, ‘Higher Screen Standards for Youth: Filming of Classics Urged by English Teachers’, The New York Times, 15 July 1934, p. xx4. 
^46	  William Lewin, ‘Movies Bow to Schools: The Film World Launches a New Cycle of Classics Long Favoured by Educators’, The New York Times, 1 September 1935, p. xx7.
^47	  Ibid; Anne Moray, Hollywood Outsiders: The Adaptation of the Film Industry, 1913-1934 (Missouri: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), p. 159.
^48	  ‘Educating the Film Fan’, Variety, 30 May 1933, p. 5; ‘Body Drops Nine Other Aides’, Variety, 14 November 1933, p. 4.
^49	  ‘Schools are “Naturals” for “Alice” Tie-up’, Alice in Wonderland press book (BFI).
^50	  ‘National Critics’ Contest 4,000,000 Children in School Tie-up’, Alice in Wonderland press book (BFI).
^51	  Lewin, ‘Movies Bow to Schools: The Film World Launches a New Cycle of Classics Long Favoured by Educators’.
^52	  Variety, 19 December 1933, p. 51.
^53	  ‘Build Appeal upon the Three Generations Who Have Loved the Book’, Little Women press book (BFI).
^54	  ‘28,365 Schools and Colleges; 18,000 Women’s and Literary Clubs are Ready!’, Little Women press book (BFI).
^55	  Joel W. Finler, ‘Box Office Hits 1914-2002’, The Hollywood Story (London and New York: Wallflower Press, 2003), pp. 356-363.
^56	  Melvyn Stokes, ‘Female Audiences of the 1920s and early 1930s’ in Melvyn Stokes and Richard Maltby (eds.), Hollywood Spectatorship: Changing Perceptions of Cinema Audiences (London: British Film Institute, 1999), pp. 42-60.
^57	  ‘Hays Sees an Era of Literary Films’.
^58	  Cited in Richard Maltby, ‘The Production Code and the Hays Office’ in Tino Balio (ed.) Grand Design: Hollywood as a Modern Business Enterprise 1930-1939 (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 1993), pp. 37-72.
^59	  Hays, The President’s Report to the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America, Inc., p. 8.
^60	  ‘Showmen’s Reviews’, Motion Picture Herald, 11 November 1933, pp. 27-30.
^61	  ‘Alice in Wonderland’, Variety, 26 December 1933, p. 19.
^62	  P. S. Harrison, ‘Little Big Shot’, Harrison’s Reports, 5 October 1935, vol. xvii, no. 40.
^63	  Nicholas Sammond, Babes in Tomorrowland: Walt Disney and the Making of the American Child 1930-1960 (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2005), pp. 112-113.
^64	  Steve J. Wurtzler, ‘David Copperfield (1935) and the U.S. Curriculum’ in John Glavin (ed.), Dickens on Screen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 155-170.
^65	  Hays, The Memoirs of Will H. Hays, p. 487.
^66	  ‘“Teachers’ Manuals” From Hays Office’, A Midsummer Night’s Dream press book (BFI); Richard Ford, Children in the Cinema (London: Allen and Unwin, 1939), pp. 211-212.
^67	  Lewin, ‘Higher Screen Standards for Youth: Filming of Classics Urged by English Teachers’.
^68	  Lewin, ‘Movies Bow to Schools: The Film World Launches a New Cycle of Classics Long Favoured by Educators’.
^69	  Ibid.
^70	  ‘Producers Keeping Promises, Aver “Decency” Protagonists’, Boxoffice, 5 October 1935, p, 4.
^71	  Hall, ‘Attack on Movies Stuns Hollywood’; Douglas W. Churchill, ‘Sweetness and Light: Hollywood Reverts to Elsie Books, to Pollyanna and to Kate Wiggin’, The New York Times, 22 July 1934, p. sm1. 
^72	  ‘Kahane Orders Stricter Scrutiny of Film Material’, Film Daily, 2 July 1934, pp. 1, 4.
^73	  ‘Indiscriminate Penalising of Films Hit By Jack Cohn’, Film Daily, 3 July 1934, pp. 1, 9.
^74	  Film Daily, 16 October 1934, p. 16.
^75	  ‘The Public IS Pleased’, Boxoffice, 6 April 1935, p. 4.
^76	  Andre Sennwald, ‘Children and the Cinema: A Brief Glance at the Nursery and Its Perplexing Relation to the Screen’, The New York Times, 23 December 1934, p. x5.
^77	  ‘8,000 Houses to Cooperate on Community Projects’, Film Daily, 14 August 1935, p. 1.
^78	  Margaret Farrand Thorp, America at the Movies (London: Faber and Faber, 1945 [1939]), p. 19.
^79	  Little Women, ‘What the Picture Did for Me’, Motion Picture Herald, 27 January 1934, pp. 59-63.
^80	  Little Women, ‘What the Picture Did for Me’, Motion Picture Herald, 3 February 1934, pp. 67-72.
^81	  David Copperfield, ‘What the Picture Did for Me’, Motion Picture Herald, 23 February 1935, pp. 79-84.
^82	  A Midsummer Night’s Dream, ‘What the Picture Did for Me’, Motion Picture Herald, 10 April 1937, pp. 85-87.
^83	  Little Women, ‘What the Picture Did for Me’, Motion Picture Herald, 3 February 1934, pp. 67-72.
^84	  ‘For All Types and All Ages’, Tarzan and His Mate press book (BFI); ‘What the Picture Did for Me’, Motion Picture Herald, 1 December 1934, pp. 55-59.
^85	  King Kong, ‘What the Picture Did for Me’, Motion Picture Herald, 18 November 1933, pp. 55-59.
^86	  The Bride of Frankenstein, ‘What the Picture Did for Me’, Motion Picture Herald, 16 November 1935, pp. 68-70.
^87	  ‘Fox Midwest to Label All Film Types’, Motion Picture Daily, 27 August 1934, pp. 1, 3.
^88	  ‘Family Films Predominate First Nine Month Current Year, Checkup Shows’, Boxoffice, 26 October 1935, p. 8; ‘Family Films in Last 1936 Quarter Shatter Record’, Boxoffice, 26 December 1936, p. 8; ‘Producers Keep “F” Films in Fore During 1937’, Boxoffice, 1 January 1938, p. 12.
^89	  See ‘Family Films Rise to 42 P.C. with Council’s Five-Year Aid’, The Christian Science Monitor, 28 April 1937, p. 15.
^90	  ‘Movies are Guilty of “Escapism”, Can be Proud of It, Hays Finds’, The New York Times, 29 March 1938, p. 23. 
^91	  For a valuable discussion of the audience-base of the 1930s Hollywood serial, see Guy Barefoot, ‘Who Watched That Masked Man: Hollywood’s Serial Audiences in the 1930s’, The Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, 31:2 (2011), 167-190.  For a more general discussion of Hollywood family films during the late-1930s, see Noel Brown, The Hollywood Family Film: A History, from Shirley Temple to Harry Potter (London and New York: I.B. Tauris, 2012), pp. 17-64.
^92	  Alice Miller Mitchell, Children and Movies (Chicago, Illinois: University of Chicago Press, 1929), pp. 18, 42-45; Edgar Dale, Children’s Attendance at Motion Pictures (New York: Macmillan, 1935), pp. 4, 26; P. Witty, S. Garfield and W. Brink, ‘Interests of High School Students in Motion Pictures and the Radio’, Journal of Educational Psychology, vol. 32 (3) (1941), pp. 176-184.
^93	  Graham Greene, ‘Wee Willie Winkie; The Life of Emile Zola’, originally published 28th October 1937 in Night and Day, and reprinted in David Parkinson (ed.), The Graham Greene Film Reader: Mornings in the Dark (Manchester: Carcanet, 1993), p. 234.
^94	  Ford, Children in the Cinema, p. 48.
^95	  Charles Eckert, ‘Shirley Temple and the House of Rockefeller’ in Christine Gledhill (ed.) Stardom: Industry of Desire (London and New York: Routledge, 1991), pp. 60-73.
^96	  ‘Harmony of Home Life Blasted in Family Film’, Every Saturday Night press book (BFI).
^97	  ‘Fantasy Comes to the Screen’, The Wizard of Oz press book (BFI).
^98	  ‘New Judy Garland Film is Grand Entertainment’, Meet me in St. Louis press book (BFI).
^99	  Dale, Children’s Attendance at Motion Pictures, p. 4.
^100	  Barefoot, ‘Who Watched that Masked Man? Hollywood’s Serial Audiences in the 1930s’, p. 184.Biographical NoteNoel Brown received his PhD in film from Newcastle University in 2010.  He is the author of The Hollywood Family Film: A History, from Shirley Temple to Harry Potter (2012), and is currently working on a collection of essays, co-edited with Bruce Babington, addressing non-Disney children’s films and family films in global cinema.
